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who have despised, or affected to despise their own language.
In both cases, that of the European and the African, such an
attitude is based on ignorance. Neither knows the capabilities
of the vernaculars. Again it is a question of sweeping assumptions
without adequate factual background. Many of the African
languages have large vocabularies, and are capable of expressing
extremely fine shades of meaning.1 It is true that they have not
the means of expressing abstractions as have many European
languages, nor have they the vocabulary ready-made to deal
with modern inventions and Ideas. But this does not mean that
such powers will never develop. We need only remind ourselves
of the history of the English language to illustrate how borrow-
ings and adaptations have taken place and are indeed taking place
in .our own day and generation. Such borrowings and adapta-
tions are being made in a number of African languages to-day.z
Nor should It be thought that Africa stands alone in these
problems. The situation In Africa may be compared with that
In Europe when Latin was used as a universal language for
education and for general communication. The local European
languages were despised as barbarous and clumsy, and unfit for
literary purposes, just as many people have judged and are
judging African languages. If the "barbarous tongue" of Britain
had not been strong enough to withstand the attacks made on it
from the Continent of Europe, the treasury of English literature
would have been lost to the world. Fortunately, It was strong
enough, and while holding its own as a language, showed a
power of absorbing and transmuting what it wanted out of the
languages of the conquerors. Latin in many European-countries
was rejected, and when accepted it was modified and became
French, Spanish, Portuguese. The comparison between this
situation in Europe, and the present conditions in Africa cannot,
of course, be carried out rigidly; it needs some qualification
owing to the different world we live in to-day. The general

1 Much of this is conveyed by tonal patterns.

3 See R. East Modern Tendencies in the Languages of Northern Nigeria:
the problem of European words, Africa, vol x, No. I, 1937.